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      We’re going to touch on four significant aspects of romance stories:

      romantic tension,

      romantic structure,

      characters,

      and happy ever afters.

      Those are the significant tools of the trade.

      However, we’re not going to do a deep dive on all of them.

      In fact, we’ll spend most of our time on the most important aspect of romance: romantic tension all by itself. And that’s because…

      Everything from structure to characters to happy ever afters serve the tension.

      And if everything else serves the tension, then tension comes first. Don’t forget that. It’s the boss. All things bow low before it.

      

      Lots of romance writers start with structure. Why? Because there’s some truly eye-opening books about it, and because beat sheets are really, really handy.

      But you can follow structure for 20+ novels and still not fully grasp how to pack your stories with nail-biting, nerve-blowing, heart-pounding tension. And somewhere in the middle of your 21st book, you’ll sense that. You might still be wondering, what the hell am I even doing? Some of you have even retained a writing coach, and I have met you, and you’ve allowed me to practice the material in this book on you, and I am grateful :)

      On the other hand, if you first understand how tension works in romance stories, structure will become second nature. Then you’ll liberate yourself from pre-ordained templates. Or not, if you don’t want to. But at least you’ll be free to choose. Once you understand how romantic tension works, what its sources are, how to draw it out, how to inflame it, then you’re going to get a lot more out of using beat sheets.

      Structure will become merely a tool you use to make all the romantic tension even more explosive and satisfying.

      

      Lastly, this book doesn’t contain a whole lot of Shoulds. You should do this. You should do that. As I’ve learned over the last decade, there are few things more detrimental to one’s creative spark than all the world’s Shoulds. Anyone who says you should do anything has their own agenda. Maybe it’s a good agenda. But it’s theirs, not yours.

      I’m not trying to create a writing system for you to take on as your own. Please don’t expect that. I’ve done that in the past, and I’ve learned that everyone’s brain works differently and everyone has a different process. There is no foolproof system. However, these are foolproof concepts. Learn these concepts and you can apply them to your own system, your own process.

      What I provide here are options.

      Find what works for you.

      Then do that.

      A lot.
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      So let’s dabble with some romantic tension. In this chapter, you’ll brainstorm and write out a summary of a very simple romance. Even if you don’t think you know anything. This is a simple, hands on demonstration to feel what it’s all about.

      As you read through this book, you’ll see more of these ideas, and things will get more complex. However, for now let’s keep it simple. And build as we go.

      Below are some bare bones steps I want you to follow for this demonstration. If you do, you’ll get a very simple, halfway decent summary of a romance.

      I encourage you to write out your responses to the steps in narrative form as I do in the example, as opposed to bullet points or lists. After all, we’re writing here, as in prose, not merely plotting. So write a few sentences per step.

      Ready?

      For now, here are your types of romantic tension and  the bare-bones steps to follow.

      
        	Family/Social Pressure

        	Actively at Odds

      

      
        	Describe two main characters (MCs).

        	Pick a trait or two they like about each other.

        	Pick one of the above sources of romantic tension.

        	Pick another attractive trait they eventually learn about each other.

        	Use the other source of romantic tension. Make it worse.

        	Decide how they overcome those obstacles and stay together.

        	Finally, describe why life is better in love.

      

      Take a stab at the steps on your own. Maybe even before you read my example below. Just try! It’s alright if things feel clunky. It’s your first time. If you make a few attempts, I bet you’ll get a better feel for it each time.

      Here’s an example. I’ll make it up as I follow the steps.

      

      1. Describe two main characters (MCs).

      Meet Samson and Marge. Samson was a high-dollar, high-stakes attorney who’s enjoyed all the bad things the press said about him. Marge was a low-level, lowly-connected journalist trying to get her big break in a cut-throat industry.

      

      2. Pick a trait or two they liked about each other.

      Marge was immediately interested in Samson, who naturally seized command of his team, and everyone around him worked as hard as he did. Samson noticed that Marge was a clever problem-solver, requiring her to be a keen observer and quick on her feet. Also, both looked really good in jeans. Duh.

      

      3. Pick one of the above sources of romantic tension.

      Problem was, Samson had a reputation to uphold. His team, his colleagues, even his dad who still was a firm partner, questioned his command as he cavorted with enemy #1, the press. Marge on the other hand, had a dominating editor who had serious rules about fraternizing with sources. All eyes were on them, growing suspicious by the day, the more they ‘interviewed.’

      

      4. Pick another attractive trait they eventually learned about each other.

      Marge knew how to ask powerful questions, and before long, she understood Samson’s rebellious side, that he’d always been held to an impossible standard, that his recklessness was his way to escape the world of high-stakes, often corrupt power games. At the same time, Samson eventually learned that Marge’s altruistic core regularly hobbled her journalism career, that she often covered vulnerable communities instead of writing popular, click-ready news stories.

      

      5. Use the other source of romantic tension. Make it worse.

      Things came to a head when Marge’s suspicious editor discovered she’d been involved with Samson, and Samson’s suspicious father discovered he’d been getting vulnerable with the media, and dark family secrets were now in jeopardy. The editor demanded Marge go public with what she knew—as well as her source, Samson. The dad demanded Samson prove his loyalty, using Marge to spread propaganda about a rival, or else he was out of the family business and on the street. Both Samson and Marge had good reasons to fear these consequences and suffered for their mixed loyalties.

      

      6. Decide how they overcame those obstacles and stayed together.

      Ultimately Samson rebelled completely, leaving the corrupt world of the family law firm behind rather than betray Marge. Marge had gone so far as to write the exposé her editor demanded, tears all over her keyboard, but couldn’t hit the publish button. Samson kicked in the editor’s door and told her to back off; same time, Marge called the editor and on speakerphone told her that she couldn’t betray her source because she loved him and screw her and screw this business. Samson was in the editor’s office hearing it all. Samson told her to meet him on the roof, where they embraced, his helicopter coming down behind them in dramatic fashion. It picked them up, and off they went. Together.

      

      7. Describe why life was better in love.

      Six months later, they were in the small, humble office they shared. Samson was now focused on underprivileged clients, taking civil cases that others wouldn’t touch, slowly becoming the bane of slumlords. Marge was the muckraker, finding dirt on those who abused their power and privilege, often helping Samson with his cases, and she was gaining her own reputation. They didn’t make a ton of money. But they were making a difference. In the end, they’re holding hands, declaring they wouldn’t have it any other way when there’s a knock on the glass door, and through the door they see a mother holding a baby with two toddlers at her side. They reach for the door together—and open it.

      

      Not too bad, is it? It’s got good bones for a novella. A longer novel has room for more complications, more side-characters, and more back and forth. Admittedly, I got a little carried away with deets at the end, but that’s what happens when a story goes from nothing to heartfelt.

      Did you feel the push and pull developing? The intensity rising? That’s what we’ll cover.

      The point is, this little summary has the elements of a solid romance: romantic tension, characters with powerfully likable traits, a heartwarming HEA, and a structure that got us there.

      It’s equally notable that there’s a ton I left out. Any idea what the external plot was? Me neither. Was it insta-love or slow burn? Dunno. How about the heat level? You’re free to use your imagination. None of that mattered. Why? Because there were legit qualities that drew them together and two legit predicaments that pulled them apart. And they were structured to create an up-down, up-down dramatic effect. With those alone, it was a romance.

      That’s about as foolproof as you’re gonna get.

      

      Now back up to those bare-bone steps.

      Read through them again. I dare you to come up with five different romance stories with five different couples. No, I double dog dare you.

      For now, use the same two types of romantic tension I listed; they’re common and easy. Dress them up based on different characters you imagine. Try another genre too, why not?

      Don’t get caught up with external plot. Nor too much backstory. Your goal is to come up with legit romance stories with as little as possible. Primarily with romantic tension. Because that’s really all you need for now.

      Remember, you’re not plotting your next book here. You’re learning. Experimenting. Playing. Getting silly.

      Move on when you’ve done it five times. I’ll be waiting for you patiently on the next page.

      Have fun!
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